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Top 3 takeaways: 
 

Our 8th Accountancy hangout came along just at the 
right time – the start of Lockdown 2 and in the middle of 
the never-ending US election count! But that didn’t 
dampen the ‘can-do’ mood of the discussion, which 
revealed a definite shift toward not only dealing with 
digital disruption, but actually embracing this tipping 
point of ‘historic proportions’ (as McKinsey called it). 
Innovation and IT specialists from top accountancy firms 
shared what they were doing around technology, skills, 
and change management, and the lessons they were 
taking forward. Our sponsor, RBRO, provides professional 
services to corporate compliance clients and the wide-
ranging issues raised in the discussion were certainly 
relevant to a number of services and products they 
provide – including cloud-based document and email 
management collaborative software designed specifically 
to meet the challenges faced by accountants.
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Business lines pushing forward with digitisation 
and building up a core of people with real skills in 
cloud technologies has been a positive effect of the 
disruption for many firms. However, one caveat is 
the governance and security concerns with people 
putting client information in various cloud platforms.

With remote working, one challenge for firms 
in terms of managing content is the difficulty of 
working collaboratively. There are products built 
specifically to deal with the increasing amount of 
content now faced by accountancy practices, with 
features such as the ability to manage client and 
engagement content in integrated electronic files, 
and access critical information anywhere.

Going forward, accountancy professionals will 
increasingly need both accountancy and technology 
skills, within areas such as integration between cloud 
apps and cybersecurity. Traditional accountancy skills 
such as interpreting and analysing information for 
clients will still come into play - just with different tools.
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First, we looked at the technology 
itself. After six months of 
unprecedented disruption, what 
positive effects (if any) have 
accountancy firms seen when it 
comes to the technology that they 
put in place? 
 
Orla Flint admitted that, as Head of 
Innovation at Smith Cooper, she quite 
liked the term ‘digital disruption’. She 
cited the example of Teams, which the 
accountancy and business advisory firm 
had used “now and again” for meetings. 
Not a huge takeup. “But as soon as 
lockdown hit, we had 100% takeup within 
days. Covid-19 forced the less pragmatic 
people in the company to embrace the 
technology; they now deem it important 
to their working life. Pre-Covid-19, 
people would sit at the back to get far 
away from the video camera and now 
everybody has the cameras on for drinks 
and for quizzes,” she said, noting how 
some kind of disruption is needed to 
force people down this path.

Douglas Rintoul, CIO of Johnston 
Carmichael – an accountancy firm 
spread out over 13 locations – similarly 
sees opportunity in the current 
disruption. “With everyone working 
remotely, it’s our chance to stand back 
and see the business holistically as one 
business rather than different silos,” he 
said. Workflow is one area that could 
benefit from this holistic view: “How can 
you move work around people rather 
than around offices?” One challenge he 
sees on the horizon is that traditional 
accountancy suppliers can’t move fast 
enough with other people who are out 
there – such as ‘software as a service’ 
firms. And he pointed out that firms want 
tools to serve clients, particularly around 
client collaboration.  

Certainly, when it comes to content, 
collaboration was on attendees’ minds. 
We polled them on the question ‘What is 
the most pressing challenge your firm is 
facing managing your content right 
now?’ and 42% selected ‘Working 
collaboratively’. RBRO’s dedicated 
accounting products are built to deal 
with the increasing amount of content 
that accounting firms now face. With 
iManage’s collaborative software and 
web-based document management 
system (enhanced with RBRO’s 
proprietary solutions), accountants can 
manage client and engagement content 
in integrated electronic files - enhancing 
collaboration both internally and with 
clients. And the ability for users to access 
critical information anywhere and 
anytime via mobile is a must-have feature 
for a newly-remote workforce. 

Ben Smith, Partner at Ecovis 
(Accountants, Business Advisors, and 
Data Analysts), also emphasised the 
positive aspects of the disruption – 
remembering how previously a lot of 
people didn’t see the full benefit of 
certain technologies. This attitude 
changed at the end of March. “Everyone 
was ‘wow, this is great’,” he said. And not 
just employees. “Clients, and our supply 
chain, started asking us, ‘You’ve been 
doing these file sharing mechanisms for 
an audit. How can we learn some of this 
from you?” He attributed this to the end 
of the “firefighting phase” for a lot of 
people. Less scared of technology, they 
are looking at what they can get out of it: 
“They often say to the accountants, ‘How 
can you help us a bit more around system 
integration, improving our business 
intelligence, and using other tools for 
debt recovery or due diligence?’ And 
there’s a further benefit - Ecovis is 
monetising this tech piece by charging 
for these services.

And with companies expanding their 
remote workforces like never before, 
what about governance and security 
concerns? This was the question that 
Philip Tate, EMEA Regional Director at 
RBRO, had for our panel. Without doubt, 
it was easier to keep on top of security 
when people worked in the office. 
Douglas gave just one example: “You 
could push out patches automatically 
once you tested them – they’re all 
behind the firewall”. In contrast, an 
employee working at home is often 
connected via VPN, with limited 
bandwidth – conditions which he noted 
make it more difficult to have control of 
laptops and push down updates or 
patches. Then there’s the issue of home 
security arrangements. “Who has access 
to the laptop?” queried Douglas, pointing 
out just one of the many concerns. But 
it’s not just about the technical issues. 
Both Douglas and Ben expressed 
concerns about people working in 
flatshares, sitting around a kitchen table 
within earshot of each other’s 
conversations. “It’s always been the case 
with us that people are the soft underbelly 
when it comes to security,” said Ben. 
“You can have all the systems you want, 
but you have to continue to train people 
and remind them about the obligations,” 
he said, citing the ‘cramped flatshare’ 
scenario as the reason why Ecovis kept 
their office open for a small number of 
people. Enabling firms to meet security 
and governance requirements, while 
allowing for fluid collaboration, is a 
hallmark of RBRO’s offerings. For 
financial advisors, iManage’s cloud-
based software allows letters, emails, and 
other critical project documents to be 
saved in unified engagement files, which 
can be secured to the project team. 
Users can also ‘customise” to different 
governance requirements by securing 
either individual documents or entire 
project files.  For accountants, their 
collaborative software and web-based 
document management system not only 
enhances collaboration internally and 
with clients but improves governance 
and security over work product. 
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Has home working put 
pressure back on receipts 
and expense paperwork?

72% 
No it has not

28%  Yes it has

48% 
Data stored in 
cloud platforms 
such as M365 
and G Suite

Which data types do you see 
as most crucial to your ‘new 
normal’ ways of working?

36%  Data stored in a centralised  
location such as the business  
data centre

12%  Data stored on business platforms 
such as a CRM system.

4%  Local data stored on a laptop 
or machine

When adopting and 
implementing solutions 
across which timescale 
do you expect to see the 
full ‘benefit’?

36%
Between 6  
to 12 months

28% Between 3 to 6 months

24% Over 1 year

12% Under 3 months

            SOMETIMES THEY 
CAN PUSH TOO QUICKLY 
WITHOUT THINKING 
ABOUT GOVERNANCE, 
SECURITY, OR GDPR. 
DOUGLAS RINTOUL, 
CIO,  
JOHNSTON CARMICHAEL

Skills and Talent

So, what skills and talent will 
accountancy firms need if they truly 
want to make the most of the present 
digital disruption?

 
Douglas observed how after many years 
of digital progression being driven by the 
IT function, he was seeing business lines 
pushing forward with the digitisation of 
the firm. “In doing so, they are finding 
that with ecosystems such as Xero, and 
with different apps, they’re building up a 
core of people in the business lines with 
real skills in these cloud technologies 
and software as a service applications 
such as Xero,” he said. He favours giving 
those people the opportunity to get 
more involved in pushing the businesses 
forward – with one caveat. “Sometimes 
they can push too quickly without 
thinking about governance, security, or 
GDPR. It is easy to put lots of client 
information in Teams, but do we know 
where the client information is? Is it in 
SharePoint? Is it in Teams? Is it in 
Streams?” he said. He also didn’t see 
professional accountancy staff going 
forward being pure accountants. “They 
have to have a balance of accountancy 
and technology, within areas such as 
integration between cloud apps, API 
integration, system integration, 
cybersecurity,” he said.  

According to Ben, the traditional 
accountancy skills - interpreting and 
analysing information and delivering on 
that to clients – would still come into 
play - just with different tools. “Not 
everybody needs to be a data scientist or 
coder to be an accountant in the future, 
but there will be a war on talent for these 
people. So, what can you do to keep that 
talent, to keep people motivated? 
Previously we were ahead of the curve 
in terms of remote and flexible working. 
With Covid-19, everybody is doing that,” 
he pointed out. 
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Change 
management

Change management isn’t easy at the 
best of times. We next turned to the 
question of how firms were keeping 
up and dealing with the increasing 
pace of technological and 
organisational change.

What is the most pressing 
challenge your firm is 
currently facing managing 
your content right now?

42% 
Working 
collaboratively

20% Document Security

19% Retention policy (archiving)

19%  No issues with document  
management

What key skill areas are 
most important for your 
management team to 
develop 
(Top three choices) 

45%
Managing  
remote teams
 

32%    Managing the mental health 
of the team

32% Coaching

32% Managing performance

29%  Use of collaboration  
technology

16%  Developing an effective 
work/life balance

13%  Having difficult  
conversations

10%  Time management

10%  Maintaining informal team 
contact when working 
remotely

6%  Effective use of Teams/Zoom 
etc. for delivering team 
training

Ben saw two key strands for his company 
to stay on the path of continuous 
improvement. The first involves giving 
people the opportunity to try stuff. 
“They’re going to be closer to some of 
this technology on the ground than the 
partners,” he said. The second strand is 
to learn from and collaborate with the 
community and the industry.

And given how drastically things have 
changed from last year, where are firms 
finding best practice, gold standard, 
tools on collaboration or change 
management? When it comes to 
investing in software, Orla saw some of 
it as down to trial and error. “We invested 
heavily in video-conferencing software 
before lockdown, and it was fantastic. 
But then we embraced Teams, so we 
don’t use it as much anymore,” she said. 
“When investing in something, you need 
to think about it a lot more now seeing 
how things have changed over the last 
6-9 months. Are we going to have that 
massive change again?”

Douglas saw managing data as a 
challenge going forward: “You want 
people to engage with things and 
find new ways of working, but at the 
same time you want to control 
where client data is being stored”. 
He listed a few dangers of so-called 
‘shadow’ IT. “Without clear directions, 
people will not only put things up in 
Teams, but start using free cloud 
applications – with backup, GDPR, 
and security implications,” he said. 

The solution could lie in something like 
the iManage Work cloud-based 
software that can be purchased and 
implemented through RBRO, which 
allows financial advisors to save letters, 
emails, and other project documents in 
unified engagement.  Tax and audit 
professionals in particular face risk 
concerns as work product takes on 
different forms across platforms. 
iManage’s document-sharing solution 
manages engagements in integrated 
project workspaces organised by client 
and engagement – enabling secure 
collaboration with clients and other 
experts. 

A very positive, forward-thinking 
hangout. The unanimous desire to 
embrace digital disruption means that 
RBRO is well positioned to ensure that 
accountancy firms can do this, while 
protecting against security and fast-
changing regulatory risks. Easier, 
unobstructed, collaboration and greater 
security might seem like opposing goals, 
but RBROs products and services make 
it a possibility for firms looking to make 
the most of the new reality. 
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iManage support and consultancy services are the hallmark of RBRO Solution. 
In addition, by creating best-of-breed products, RBRO is uniquely positioned to 
provide complete end-to-end solutions.

RBRO provides the knowledge, experience and expertise required to ensure ease 
and efficiency with iManage implementations, migrations or upgrades.  
Almost one-third of all migrations to the iManage Cloud completed over the past 
year, used RBRO tools or services.

A premiere iManage partner for over 17 years, RBRO is trusted globally by over 
400,000 business users. RBRO offers visionary leadership to its clients with 
respect to changing landscapes that impact their business. RBRO brings the 
credibility of a seasoned organisation that has consistently delivered excellence 
to all aspects of our partnership. From consulting, planning and design, to training 
and over 30 propriety solutions, RBRO seamlessly supports mission-critical 
business systems for top legal, accountancy and corporate brands worldwide.

www.rbrosolutions.com
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